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The Dirt on Muddy Water

You may have heard about pollutants such as motor oil and 
pesticides that are harmful to our rivers and streams. But 

did you know that loose soil from places like building projects 
or areas tilled for gardens also threatens plants and fish? 

A small amount of soil in the water is normal, as some loose 
particles are carried by gentle rains. However, when large 
areas of loose soil are exposed—for instance when an area of 
a yard is dug up or when loads of soil are brought in to fill an 
area—a heavy rain can pick up and carry a stream of mud over 
driveways and streets to our storm drains which in turn lead 
to our natural waterways. 

This brown or clay colored runoff creates a muddy mess 
when it reaches our streams and rivers. Soil particles 

displace oxygen from the water, making it harder for fish 
to breathe. Many fish lay their eggs in the gravel beds in 
streams. When the gravel is covered by soil these eggs 

may be smothered. When soil collects on underwater 
plants, they are no longer able to receive the sunlight they 

need for photosynthesis. 
Sediment deposits, over time, can make a stream more shallow. When streams become 

more shallow, they are more likely to flood. The shallow water is also heated more by the 
sun, causing water temperatures to rise, forcing fish to seek out cooler areas to live  
and breed.  

Even a few small muddy projects can make a mess as they flow downstream. The best 
way to keep rivers healthy is to prevent soil from leaving our yards. Some simple solutions 
include covering up dirt piles and sweeping dirt off of sidewalks, driveways and streets. 
Remember, every little bit helps! 

Hi folks! I’m Lily, the Pacific 

chorus frog, and I help the 

City of Eugene teach 

people about stormwater 

in our community.  

My wildlife friends in the 

streams and  

wetlands live in water. We 

rely on you to help keep 

dirt in stormwater from 

polluting our homes!

Teachers: The City of Eugene 
has free curriculum kits for SPLASH! 
Stormwater Learn and Share (grades 
K-8), and Salmon and the Ecosystem 
(5-12).  Additional copies of  
Stormwater Connections may 
also be availble for classroom use. 
Call 541-682-2739 for more
information. 
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Salmon hatch in streambeds and migrate—
sometimes hundreds of miles—to the ocean 
where they mature. The shrimp and other 
ocean foods that they consume contain 
nutrients that the fish carry with them when 
they return to their original stream to spawn 
and die. These nutrients become part of the 
freshwater ecosystem, nourishing plants and 
animals all along the salmon runs. 

Spawning sockeye. The most brightly colored of the salmon  
species, these sockeye salmon jostle their way up a river in  
Alaska to deposit their eggs and milt. Sockeye is a favored  
species for the canning industry, as their concentrated runs  
make them easy to catch. 

Rivers flowing to the Pacific from high 
mountain streams carry the young 
salmon toward the ocean. Juvenile 
fish stop to rest and feed along the 
way, so this journey may take years. 
As adults, they return by swimming 
upstream following scents in the  
water to find their home streambed. 

Only a few of the thousands of eggs laid in each redd will survive 
to adulthood and return to create the next generation of salmon. 
Cities, farms and dams along the rivers can affect the enviornment 
in harmful ways, making the salmon’s chances even more slim.  

Indigenous peoples of the North Pacific,  
including the Yakama, Nez Perce and Warm 
Springs tribes in Oregon, have relied on salmon 
as part of their culture and economy for  
thousands of years. Recognition of this  
interdependence played a role in treaties with 
European settlers beginning in the 1700s, and 
today many tribes work with state and federal 
agencies to help manage salmon resources for 
future generations. 
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Sources: Atlas of Pacific Salmon, Xanthippe Augerot 2005, Map base courtesy of University of Oregon Infographics Lab  and Oregon Trout, www.ortrout.org

For additional stormwater education materials, visit 
www.eugene-or.gov and click on the Stormwater 
Education quick link, or call 682-8482.  

You and your family can help 

salmon by being careful with 

water you use at home. 

This includes conserving water, 

keeping pollutants out of storm 

drains and streams, and using 

fewer chemicals on lawns 

and gardens.  

Rain carries loose soil from 
a construction project into 
the stormwater system. This 
muddy mess will make life dif-
ficult for salmon eggs (left) and 
other creatures downstream.  

Promote stormwater awareness in your

workplace. The City of Eugene has produced a 
series of educational posters about stormwater-
related environmental topics that are available 
free for display in public areas. Each poster is 13 
x 37 inches, and topics include Salmon (right), 
the Willamette Watershed and Stormwater  
Pollutants. Visit www.eugene-or.gov/happyrivers  
to view the series and order yours. 


